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The President. I’ll do my very best. Only an
intervening circumstance stopped me last time.
I hope I can come back and do it. He wants
the privilege of beating me on the home soil,
and I suppose I’ll have to let him do that some-
day.

Q. Are you definitely coming to Dublin in
December?

The President. I don’t know yet.

NOTE: The President spoke at 6:25 p.m. in the
Oval Office at the White House. In his remarks,
he referred to George J. Mitchell, Special Adviser
to the President and the Secretary of State on
Economic Initiatives for Ireland; and Deputy
Prime Minister Richard Spring of Ireland. A re-
porter referred to Ian Paisley, Northern Ireland
Democratic Unionist Party leader. A tape was not
available for verification of the content of these
remarks.

Remarks in a Roundtable Discussion on Welfare Reform in Kansas City,
Missouri
September 10, 1996

The President. Let me thank you, Clyde and
Gayle and Congresswoman McCarthy and
Mayor Cleaver, and to all of you who have come
here. I was with some of you back in 1994
to talk about what Missouri was doing, and I
wanted to come back because, as all of you
know, the welfare system is about to change
nationwide. And I have worked very hard in
the last 4 years to help people move from wel-
fare to work. There are nearly 2 million fewer
people on welfare today than there were the
day I became President. And we’ve done it by
working with States and giving them waivers
from Federal rules.

But this new welfare reform law fundamen-
tally changes the bargain. It basically says, we
will continue to guarantee to every person on
welfare health care, food for the children and
the family, child care if they go to work, but
what used to come in the monthly check will
now be given to the State either to continue
as a monthly check or to be used in some other
way to move into the workplace.

And the States have to meet very stiff require-
ments on getting jobs for people. And I’m con-
vinced that the only way the States are going
to be able to really move large numbers of peo-
ple to work in a short time is with a partnership
with the private sector, doing what Missouri has
done, using what used to be the welfare check
or a food stamp check as an income supplement
to a private employer who can then engage in
training and work, and do what you’ve done.

I’m going over to speak to the Southern Gov-
ernors’ Association, which Governor Carnahan

is hosting here, to talk to these Governors about
what they have to do now. But before I do,
I wanted to come back here and listen to all
of you and thank you, those of you who have
moved from welfare to work, and thank the
employers for being involved in this program
but also to emphasize to the American people
and to the press and, through them, to the
American people what has to happen next.

As I’ve said repeatedly, the whole debate on
welfare in Washington was largely a political de-
bate until this law was signed. And I’m sure
when you read in the newspaper or saw on
the evening news some of the things that were
said, it didn’t strike you as particularly real,
based on your own experience; it’s just—a lot
of it was politics.

But the politics is over now. The law’s
changed, and the States and the communities
now have a responsibility to create a story like
yours for every able-bodied person on welfare
in America. That’s basically what this law says.
And we’ve got to have help from employers,
or we can’t make it. So it’s very exciting to
me.

And let me just make one other point about
this. I really believe—and that’s why I wanted
you to have a chance to tell your story to the
country, thanks to the help of these people who
are with us here—I really believe that what we
should want for people who hit a rough spot
in their life and don’t have much income is
what we want for all American families: What
we want is for people to be able to succeed
in raising their children and to be able to suc-
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ceed in the workplace. And if our country has
to make a choice between one or the other,
we’re going to be in trouble. Everybody’s most
important job is raising their kids. But if the
economy doesn’t work, we’re in trouble. And
if we have to give up raising our kids to make
the economy work, we’re in trouble.

So, to me, welfare reform is part of a larger
agenda to help all Americans succeed at work
and at home. We lowered taxes for the lowest
income working people in 1993, 15 million of
them, so that they wouldn’t have any incentive
to fall back on welfare. We’ve tried to help
people with immunizing their children and in
a whole range of other areas.

And one thing that’s become, unfortunately,
controversial again in the last couple of days—
the first bill I signed was the family and medical
leave law which basically says you don’t lose
your job if you take some time off when a
baby’s born or a parent’s sick. I think it should
be expanded in a limited way to let people go
to parent-teacher conferences or regular doctor’s
appointments with their kids. But I certainly
don’t think it should be repealed. I think that
would be a mistake, because what we’re trying
to do, again, is to create an environment in
which people can succeed at home and at work.

And I’m trying to take all these issues out
of politics, if I can, and get them down to peo-
ple. So that’s why I’m glad to be here; that’s
why I thank you for letting me come. And
Clyde, why don’t you go on with the program
and maybe we’ll all learn a lot about what you’re
doing here.

[At this point, Clyde McQueen, president, Full
Employment Council, invited former welfare re-
cipients to share their experiences with the em-
ployment program. A participant stated that
moving from welfare to work made her a better
role model to her children, suggested that more
men should participate in the program, and de-
scribed program services.]

The President. You made a comment about
how it’s important to get the men involved. Let
me just say—maybe everyone in the press knows
this, but let me emphasize, the reason that’s
important in terms of what they’re doing here
in Missouri and what we can do under welfare
reform is that with certain rare exceptions—
some States cover two-parent households with
welfare—but basically, single men cannot get
welfare in America; if they get any income sup-

plement, it’s something they get from the State.
What they have been getting from the Federal
Government is food stamps, and if they’re able-
bodied, that’s been cut back.

But what Missouri is doing is taking the food
stamps income that men could get, along with
the welfare income that women could get, and
making them both available as supplements to
employers if they will hire people either off
welfare or idle men who are only getting food
stamps. And so this State has really done, I
think, a remarkable job of trying to use all the
tools available to it.

[Participants described their experiences with the
program, emphasizing the assistance they re-
ceived in child care and health insurance cov-
erage.]

The President. Now, under this welfare reform
bill we can leave people with their Medicaid
health insurance for a year, maybe more. And
also with—if their jobs pay a low enough in-
come, they can also get the food stamp supple-
ments. And we have a lot more money for child
care than we did before.

Now, it’s conceivable we could run out of
child care money, but if we do, it will be what
I would call a high-class problem. If we run
out of child care money, it will be because we’ve
had so many good employers who have taken
people and would just—and I think the Con-
gress would probably help us some then, be-
cause they—we got the money we thought we
would need based on what we thought we could
do in placing people in work.

[Participants continued to relate their experi-
ences with the program. An employer then de-
scribed his satisfaction with new employees
hired under the wage supplement program.]

The President. Has the wage supplement
helped you?

Participant. Oh, absolutely.
The President. I sort of see it as like a pre-

mium we can pay to get a private employer
not only to train people for the job but also
to train people for the workplace, the whole—
changing the culture.

[The participant discussed training new employ-
ees. Other employers discussed their participa-
tion in the program.]

The President. Well, the one thing that I
wanted to put in here is that even if there’s
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turnover, that the employers that have partici-
pated in this program are doing something very
positive because we are really trying to have
everybody be able to tell the stories we’re hear-
ing around this table. And it’s a different journey
for some people than others, and it’s a longer
journey for some people than others. But we’re
basically trying to break up a mindset and an
almost physical isolation from the world of work.
That’s what Birdella was talking about, how it
changes even the neighborhoods, how they
work, how they function, how the kids feel.

And the way this new law works, everybody,
unless you have a disability or there’s a child
with a disability or some reason, everybody has
a lifetime limit of 5 years you can do this if
you’re able-bodied, and a limit at one time of
2 years before you have to move into some
sort of work environment. So even if there’s
turnover, even if somebody only makes it 30,
60, 90, 120 days, that’s still a work experience
they never had before, it’s some touching of
the world of work they never had before. And
it gives you a better chance to make it the
next time.

[Mr. McQueen mentioned the link between the
wage supplement program and economic devel-
opment initiatives in the Kansas City empower-
ment zone. Mayor Emanuel Cleaver II of Kansas
City then discussed an agreement for Harley-
Davidson to employ residents of the empower-
ment zone, with the wage supplement program
as an incentive.]

The President. You see, I think this will be
very valuable in—I believe that there will be
a movement, particularly of smaller scale, like
300 and down, manufacturing facilities back to
urban areas in the next 10 years, because I
think the property will be cheaper, and I think
the work force will be there. And I think if
you have a serious welfare-to-work effort like
this, you can really make it work.

Between the funds we’re trying to give the
cities to clean up environmentally polluted areas
to make them attractive for new investments
again, the so-called brownfields initiatives, and
we’re going to try to triple the number of these
empowerment zones—I believe that you can
have this story repeat itself.

It’s going to change your image, Mayor, with
Harley-Davidson here; you’re going to have to
wear one of those neat jackets. [Laughter] It
will be a major lifestyle change for you.

[Mr. McQueen, Representative Karen McCarthy,
and Gayle Hobbs, executive director, Local In-
vestment Commission, discussed public-private
partnerships and the program’s benefits for the
community.]

The President. The primary purpose of this
bill, in many ways, was to end the waiver proc-
ess and then to have some standards of perform-
ance for the States so they had to actually get
it in gear. But the worst mistake that could
possibly be made would be to supplant what
used to be the Federal rules and regulations
with just a State bureaucracy, because this plan,
this program had been run by the States for
years; it hadn’t been run by the Federal Govern-
ment. And the States have basically had control
over the benefit amount while the Federal Gov-
ernment has set the rules governing who could
qualify and making sure that people got the
food stamps and the Medicaid and the other
stuff.

So what I see as absolutely imperative is that
every State is going to have to do what has
been done here. You’re going to have to devolve
the ultimate decisionmaking to community
groups that involve employers, the nonprofits,
and the people who are going to be the ultimate
customers of this system, people who are going
to move from welfare to work.

And this model, this kind of encounter we’re
having here, this is going to have to occur in
every community in the country if we’re going
to meet the very ambitious goals of the bill.
I think we can do it, but only if we do it
in this way.

And I would point out, 2 years ago I went
to Vermont to talk to the Governors, and I
asked every Governor to ask me for a waiver
to do what Missouri was doing and what only—
at that time, only Oregon and Missouri had
asked to do. Now, since then, Wisconsin has
asked to do this, before the welfare reform bill,
and one other State—I believe Vermont—in a
modified way. But every State in the country
can now do this, do what you’re doing, and
therefore involve people like Tom and Bruce.
And it’s the only way it’s going to work.

[Participants described how the program ad-
dressed the wide-ranging needs of welfare recipi-
ents.]

The President. That’s a wonderful story. Let
me just say again—I mean, I know I’m beating
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this to death, but it’s a point I want to make
to the American people. The act I signed is
the beginning of welfare reform. What it does
is it creates very strong incentives for every
State to, in effect, empower communities to de-
velop community-based systems like this.

There is no way even a State, much less the
National Government, can know how much
money any community needs for transpor-
tation—that depends on what the facts of the
community—much less whether there should be
a program for helping people with their dental
or clothing needs or anything like that. This
has got to be pushed down to the grassroots
level, where community people who care about
their community and care about the people that
they come in contact with as individuals, can
fashion solutions that will work. And I think
now you’ve got the tools to do it, and we’ve
just got to make sure we do it right.

But I just wish everybody in America were
as far along as you all are. I want to say a
special world of thanks to Tom and Bruce, too,
for participating, and all of the other employers
that you represent here today.

I have two feelings about this that a lot of
the skeptics who were worried about me signing
this bill didn’t. I believe the business commu-
nity’s response will be overwhelming, because
I think most people in business would like to
end the way the welfare system has worked and
would be willing to do their part in doing it.
That’s what I believe. I think most business
people will stretch a little, especially if we’re
at least sharing the cost of early training and
development of work habits. And I have hardly
ever met anybody on welfare who did not want
to get off once they believed that they could,
you know. So you all have strengthened my faith
and optimism.

[Various participants expressed their apprecia-
tion for the President’s support.]

The President. Now, in the next couple of
days, when people all over America start calling
you and wanting their addresses and everything,

I don’t want you all to be put out with me.
I want you to help them do just what you did.

Participant. We’ll do it.
Participant. We’ll keep moving.
The President. Thank you.
Q. Could I follow up on something you men-

tioned? Senator Dole says on the family medical
leave that it’s another example of big Govern-
ment meddling where it doesn’t belong—[in-
audible].

The President. Well, I just disagree. Look at
the evidence. Twelve million people have taken
a little time off when a baby was born or when
a parent was sick, and small businesses are ex-
empt because of the problems with work sched-
ules. And the American economy has been
growing like crazy since we passed the family
and medical leave law. We’ve had a record num-
ber of new businesses started; we have had 101⁄2
million new jobs. There is no compelling evi-
dence that this has been bad for the economy.

Anything you do that helps people to succeed
at home and at work is a good thing to do.
That’s basically what welfare reform is all about.
It’s just what Tom says: We’ve got to find a
way for every American to have a chance to
succeed at work and at home, and that’s what
family and medical leave was all about.

So I just simply—I just respectfully disagree.
I think we were right to do it. I think those
who opposed us have been proved wrong by
the evidence. And I think a very modest and
limited expansion—it’s like anything else, you
could overdo it, but we’re talking about a very
modest and limited expansion, directed toward
helping people go to their parent-teacher con-
ferences and go to regular doctor’s appoint-
ments. It’s not a big, radical step. It’s pro-family
and pro-work.

Thank you.

NOTE: The President spoke at 10:50 a.m. at the
Full Employment Council office. In his remarks,
he referred to former welfare recipient Birdella
Smith; Tom Davidson, president, Davidson Ar-
chives; and Bruce Gershon, president, Arrow
Fabricare.
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